Late disappearance of hepatitis C virus RNA from peripheral blood mononuclear cells in patients with chronic hepatitis C in sustained response after alpha-interferon therapy.
We aimed to investigate the modifications of HCV RNA (genomic and antigenomic strands) in peripheral blood mononuclear cells (PBMCs) of long-term responder patients to alpha-interferon therapy, and their usefulness as criteria of definitive HCV eradication. We studied 10 patients with chronic hepatitis C with > 1 yr of sustained response after alpha-interferon therapy (normal alanine aminotransferase [ALT] and negative serum HCV RNA). Serum HCV RNA and genotyping were determined. Approximately 2 and 4 yr after completion of treatment we investigated the presence of HCV RNA (genomic and antigenomic strands) in PBMCs. Eight of 10 patients were rebiopsed 2 yr after discontinuation of treatment. The mean follow-up was 46.6 +/- 4.6 months (range, 39-51 months). In this period, all patients remained in sustained response. In the first determination, all patients had HCV RNA genomic strands and two patients had antigenomic strands detectable in PBMCs. Two years later only two patients had genomic and none had antigenomic strands detectable. After 4 yr of sustained response, eight of 10 patients lost HCV RNA from PBMCs. In the long-term follow-up, the majority of patients with chronic hepatitis C with sustained response after alpha-interferon therapy progressively lost HCV RNA from PBMCs. This determination in PBMCs is not a predictor of response.